By now, pretty much everyone has an opinion about agricultural biotechnology. Genetically modified (GM) crops will either be the salvation of unborn billions, or wreak havoc on human health and global ecology. But one thing we can all agree on is that the stakes are high and getting higher. Intensive agricultural practices are yielding ever more meager returns at a great cost to the environment. And two billion new souls are due for arrival on earth by 2020.
Balancing global nutrition with environmental concerns is a colossal challenge for agriculture, science, and technology, under the best of circumstances. And now public opposition has raised serious questions about whether technologies that had once been taken for granted will ever be implemented outside of the US. Now may be the time for all sides to take a deep breath and examine the risks and benefits of agricultural biotech with the highest degree of scientific rigor and communication between disciplines. With this goal in mind, Nature Biotechnology will hold its first conference on agricultural biotechnology on November 14-16 in London. "Biotechnology and World Agriculture" (www.bioedge.net) will host leading scientists and opinion makers from industry, academia, and private foundations, to engage in discussion that will, it is hoped, help make headway in distinguishing the realities from the rhetoric.
Researchers will evaluate the potential of new technologies for increasing crop yields by engineering pest, disease, and stress resistance, and for enhancing the nutritive value of crops. Successful implementation of these technologies will depend on addressing concerns about the socioeconomic, environmental, and safety issues of GM food, so experts in biotech risk assessment, agricultural economics, public perception, and environmental conservation will do just that.
Clearly, agricultural biotechnology is not a panacea for the world's food security concerns, but applied appropriately and judiciously, agbiotech can make real improvements in quality of life on a global scale. We hope that some of you will be able to join us in London to consider its potential.
Academic conflicts of interest have long been a concern in the peer review process at scholarly journals. The growing industrial application and development of biomedical research and biotechnology have only added to this the problem of commercial and financial conflicts-of-interest. During a recent gathering of the editorial staff of the Nature family of journals in Bournemouth, UK, it was decided that new policies are needed to respond to these growing challenges to the system. Given the increasing evidence of scientific misconduct (see Nat. Med. 5, 713-718, 1999 , Science 276, 523-525, 1997 , transparency becomes more and more desirable.
Nature Biotechnology is committed to providing the most rapid and fair review as is practicable, and to the protection of the peer review process and the individuals involved. Nevertheless, we realize that we have neither the time nor the resources to police the scientific community and that the responsibility for the integrity of the system rests solidly with the individual authors and referees. As we have in the past, we will continue to ask potential reviewers to reveal any academic or commercial interests that would prevent them from providing a fair review. What can be done further, however, is to make the disclosure of both author's and reviewers' interests, commercial as well as academic, mandatory.
Our aim in this initiative is to respond to the needs of the research communities that we serve. Before any changes to our policies are made, we would like to hear from you, our authors and readers. The key questions to entertain are: should full disclosure of all potential conflicts of interest (academic, commercial, and perhaps even financial) be a requirement for participation in the peer review system? Would such a mandate prevent you from submitting your work, or contributing commentary to a journal that adopted such a policy? Your thoughts on these matters can be sent to us at conflicts@natureny.com.
